Low fertility rates combined with increases in early retirement pose a serious challenge to the sustainability of social security systems in most industrialized countries. Therefore, it is important for policy makers to understand the determinants of early retirement and especially the role that institutional factors play in the retirement decision. However, analyzing such factors ideally requires international microdata, which have in the past been largely unavailable. To fill this void, this paper investigates early retirement determinants across several European countries using the rich 2005 SHARE (Survey of Health, Aging and Retirement in Europe) microdataset, which produces more precise estimates of the effects of institutional and economic factors like pension systems, unemployment, and employment protection legislation.
Introduction
Aging populations present a challenge to the stability of social security systems and economic growth in all industrialized countries. In particular, high unemployment rates and high early retirement rates among those 55 years and older are undermining the sustainability of the welfare state in societies with decreasing fertility rates and increasing life expectancies.
The current discussion across Europe of raising both the legal retirement age and female labor participation rate must be seen in light of these developments.
As regards early retirement particularly, understanding its motivations could assist the formulation of policies that might encourage the return of younger retirees to active employment. In general, the decision to cease work before the legal retirement age (around 65 in most developed countries) is influenced by a variety of factors that may be firm characteristics, employee traits, job requirements, and/or (most important to our study) institutional and macroeconomic conditions. However, understanding such influences is hampered the paucity of studies using international microdata to examine early retirement determinants. One study by Dorn and Sousa-Poza (2005b) does use a crossnational microdataset, but its primary focus is the decision to retire voluntarily rather than to retire early (i.e., it looks at a specific subsample of early retirees).
The remaining international studies (e.g., Duval 2003) analyze early retirement determinants only at the aggregate level (i.e., using a panel of countries). Thus, these country level studies are potentially subject to an endogeneity of the pension system and macroeconomic regressors with regard to the dependent variable (i.e., the labor participation rate) that is quite difficult to resolve (e.g., Johnson 2001, Blöndal and Scarpetta 1999) .
Moreover, in many international macro studies, including those by Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) , Johnson (2000 Johnson ( , 2001 and Gruber and Wise (1999) , 1 the low number of observations restricts the number of explanatory variables, thereby raising the additional problem of the socalled ecological fallacy, 2 which is equally likely to produce potentially misleading results.
This research void thus calls for the use of international microdata that provide sufficient and specific information for specific analysis of the retirement decision. The cross-section of country data used by Gruber and Wise (1999) may be biased by the omission of country -specific determinants.
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The term ecological fallacy alludes to the fact that the analysis of individual decision making at an aggregate level may generate biased estimators compared to the outcome at an individual level (Robinson 1950) .
3 Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) cite several national studies on the determinants of early retirement that are based on national individual data. Gruber and Wise (2002) describe first results of an international project to estimate the impact of social security programs on retirement decisions using microdata for each of the participating countries.
Using an international microdataset is particularly attractive not only because it provides ample variation in institutional settings and macroeconomic conditions, but because it allows the inclusion of individual and firm-specific determinants that permit investigation of the partial effects of institutional variables on early retirement behavior. Moreover, even though the factors that affect the inclination to retire early are widely recognized, it is only with the aid of a crossnational microdataset that precise estimates can be obtained. Providing such estimates is the main contribution of this paper.
Overall, we contribute to this field of research by (1) jointly testing individual and institutional factors of early retirement and (2) using microdata from 10 European countries, which allows for cross-European comparisons and circumvents the simultaneity problem of the macro studies. To our knowledge, this paper is the first to empirically examine a complete set of early retirement determinants across Europe using individual data -the SHARE data 4 , collected primarily in [2003] [2004] , which covers 5,500 early retirees in 10 European countries. Thus, our model incorporates both institutional and macroeconomic factors at the aggregate level together with a complete set of individual and job-related characteristics.
The remainder of the paper is organized as follows. After a brief review of the theoretical and empirical context of institutional determinants of early retirement, we describe the data and introduce the model to be estimated. We then present the empirical results and conclude with some policy recommendations.
Theoretical context
The decision to retire early is traditionally explained by a worker's personal preferences for premature withdrawal, probably influenced by, among other factors, the characteristics of the pension system. Some theoretical models of labor supply suggest that workers choose the consumption of leisure and work so as to maximize their intertemporal utility (e.g., Fields 1982, Johnson 2000) . Such models can easily be extended to include effort cost and other disutility generated by working, as well as additional benefits like procedural utilities and fringe benefits. The optimal date of retirement is then chosen accordingly.
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The data used are from the early release 1 of SHARE 2004. This release is preliminary and may contain errors that will be corrected in later releases. The SHARE data collection has been primarily funded by the European Commission through the 5th framework programme (project QLK6-CT-2001-00360 in the thematic programme Quality of Life). Additional funding came from the US National Institute on Aging (U01 AG09740-13S2, P01 AG005842, P01 AG08291, P30 AG12815, Y1-AG-4553-01 and OGHA 04-064). Data collection in Austria (through the Austrian Science Fund, FWF), Belgium (through the Belgian Science Policy O¢ ce) and Switzerland (through BBW/OFES/UFES) was nationally funded.
Because the amount of future financial resources is equally influenced by the institutional design of the pension system, both its generosity and actuarial neutrality should be important institutional determinants of early retirement. Indeed, international comparisons using country data show that more generous or actuarially neutral pension systems trigger larger declines in the labor participation rates of older persons (for men, see Blöndal and Scarpetta 1999, Johnson 2000; for women, see Johnson 2001; see also Duval 2003) . Analogous results are reported in various national studies using microdata (for an overview, see Gruber and Wise 2002) . 5 This empirical finding might also be explainable by a labor demand side argument;
namely, that more firms send their older workers into early retirement when social security and pension system benefits are generous, because these then subsidize the company's own costs of financing premature retirement (Hutchen 1999). Duval (2003) finds that more generous early retirement options (provided by the social security system) lead to a greater drop in male labor force participation rates. In addition, Gruber and Wise (2002) show that early departures accumulate at the age when early retirement first becomes an available choice.
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Another important institutional determinant of early retirement is the degree of labor protection through national laws. From an employer's perspective, protection of the labor force through employment legislation may hinder a simple lay-off policy, leaving early retirement programs as the sole option (Dorn and Sousa-Poza 2005b) . Along the same lines, Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) argue that the degree of protection reflects labor market rigidities that make realization of age-adjusted wage schemes difficult. This view again leads to the supply side argument that stronger labor protection discourages firms from employing older workers, thereby decreasing their reemployment opportunities and making them choose the early retirement scheme (Johnson 2000 , Duval 2003 . In their international empirical analysis of microdata, Dorn and Sousa-Poza (2005b) detect a positive association between more protection and a greater likelihood of self-reported "forced early retirements." However, in this paper, we argue additionally that stronger protection of those still employed may equally create legal obstacles to some forms of (forced) early retirement, leading to fewer cases of premature departures from the labor force. Support for this hypothesis is provided by Blöndal and Scarpetta's (1999) finding in their international study of a rising influence on participation rates of higher union density that potentially reflects greater bargaining power.
5
From a theoretical point of view, the effect the pension accrual rate on continuing working is ambiguous on labor supply Fields 1984, Lazear 1986 ), but the empirical evidence to date is clear cut. unemployment rates lead to more early retirement through discouragement (Walker 1985, Blöndal and Scarpetta 1999) . Similarly, from a demand side perspective, changes in unemployment rates are indicators of demand shocks (Duval 2003 , Dorn and Sousa-Poza 2004 , 2005a to which firms respond through a rejuvenation policy or work force reduction (Hutchens 1999 , Stern 1987 , 1994 . Indeed, empirical evidence based on cross-country data suggests that higher unemployment is another factor inducing lower labor force participation of older men (Johnson 2000 , 2001 , Blöndal and Scarpetta 1999 , Duval 2003 . Moreover, using individual data from Norway, Røed and Haugen (2003) report a positive linkage between a firm's downsizing policy and the probability of early retirement, while an international empirical micro study by Dorn and Sousa-Poza (2005b) reveals that growing unemployment rates are associated with more forced (i.e., company driven) retirement.
Opposing predictions can be made for national wealth, which behaves countercyclically compared to the unemployment rate. For instance, Duval (2003) and Johnson (2000) suggest that higher national wealth increases the demand for leisure because of rising living standards; that is, a wealth effect induced by higher earning levels acts as an incentive for early
withdrawal. An alternative explanation, based on Dorn and Sousa-Poza's (2005b) finding of a positive GDP level influence on voluntary retirement probability, relies on the positive linkage between wealth and the financial affordability of ceasing work prematurely. In contrast, a labor participation lowering influence of GDP growth can be predicted based on a demand side perspective: it assumes human capital to be technology specific, meaning that technological progress leads to its eventual erosion, particularly in the case of older workers who no longer invest in acquiring new skills (Ahituv and Zeira 2000) .
Data

The SHARE data on retirement
In this study, we use the SHARE data from a random sampling of 22,000 interviewees over 50 (at the time of interview) in the 10 European countries of Austria, Denmark, France, Even though the dataset does not directly identify those who have retired early, information is available on the year the interviewees ceased working and whether they were self-employed or employed in the state sector or private industry. Therefore, we define an early retiree as a retired person who withdrew from the active labor force before the legal age of pension payment eligibility. Data on the legal retirement age for the countries in our sample, reported in Table A1 of the Appendix, was collected from Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) and Duval (2003) . Because of the definition's breadth-designed to meet our interest in anyone leaving the labor force prematurely regardless of age-about 77 percent of the retirees sampled (approximately 5,500) must be viewed as early retired and our dataset includes persons who withdrew from the active labor force before age 45. 10 However, as Table 1   7 The last employment might have been terminated well before the i interview. For this reason, early retirement decision might have taken place at an age younger than 50 years. See also Table 1.   8 Other choices were being "unemployed," "(self-)employed," "permanently sick or disabled," 'being a homemaker," or "other current job situation."
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Alternative definitions focus on the receipt of pension payments, irrespective of employment status, or on all persons out of the labor force including the disabled and homemakers (see OECD 1995) . In contrast, our definition follows the approach in Dorn and Sousa-Poza (2005a) . 10 Other studies on early retirement restrict their analyses to the upper age groups to which early retirement regulations apply. In contrast, our focus is not only on the institutional determinants but on a more general set of macroeconomic and sociodemographic factors, which apply to any retirement age. Nonetheless, most estimation results in this paper do not change significantly when we restrict our sample to those persons retired at age 45 or above.
shows, the majority of early retirees (about 86 percent) ceased working at the age of 45 or beyond. Nevertheless, we also observe a peak in early retirement decisions for about 2.5 percent in the 30 to 34 age group, with a substantial percentage of premature withdrawals in the age groups before and after this peak (about 1.8 percent each). Splitting the sample by gender clearly shows that before age 40 the incidence of early retirement is driven mainly by departing female laborers, most probably deciding to take care of their families full time.
Lastly, as illustrated in Table 2 , the year of departure in the sample of early retirees ranges from a minimum in 1935 to a maximum in 2004, with the average occurring in 1989 and the median in 1992, which indicates a distribution that is skewed to the left. 
Explanatory variables
As regards the institutional determinants, data on the employment protection legislation index (Version 1)-in which higher values indicate a higher degree of protection-is provided by the OECD. Pension system design is usually characterized by both degree of neutrality towards an early retirement and generosity of pension payments with respect to the employee's last wage. Cumulated pension wealth accruals, which measure the opportunity costs of retiring early at age 55 instead of at age 65, were taken from Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999: 34) and indicate "the relative increase in the pension benefit that a worker can expect by staying employed ten more years." One measure for pension system generosity, the expected gross replacement rate for persons age 60 averaged over the future five years of life, was taken from Duval (2003:6) and reflects the "ratio of annual [retirement pension] benefits to earnings just prior to retirement." Measures for the macroeconomic condition of the country were obtained from the Penn World Table 6 .1 (GDP per capita) and the OECD (unemployment rates), while information on retiree's sociodemographic characteristics, last employment, and partner characteristics were obtained from the SHARE dataset. A more detailed description of the sources, construction of these variables, and the handling of missing values can be found in Table A4 of the Appendix.
Model and methodology
To investigate the institutional determinants of early retirement, we view the (conditional) probability of early retirement, P(y i = 1|x i ), as a function of (workers') personal and job characteristics (including partner's), measured at the time of the retirement decision but recorded in the 2005 SHARE data, and macroeconomic and institutional factors, measured and observed at the time of retirement. Even though retirement decisions took place in different years, each person was observed only once in the 2005 SHARE data, which calls for a cross-sectional approach.
The model is estimated on the given cross-section of microdata using a probit estimation:
where Φ is the cumulative distribution function for the normal distribution. Intuitively, given this functional form, the probit model chooses α and β to fit the best possible curve to the data. The normal distribution has the advantage that, in contrast to the t-distribution used by the logit estimation method, its tails are not fat. Clustering at the country level ensures that standard errors are corrected for the downward bias induced by aggregate determinants (Moulton 1990 ). The standard errors produced by this procedure are equally robust to heteroscedasticity.
Following Duval (2003) and Dorn and Sousa-Poza (2005b) , we employ the following set of institutional and macroeconomic determinants of early retirement: real average gross replacement rate, decrease of pension wealth accrual, the OECD indicator of employment protection legislation (EPL index), the level of unemployment rate, and GDP per capita, all measured at the time of retirement. These factors not only vary between countries but also over time. The variables "average gross replacement rate" and "decrease of pension wealth accrual" relate to the pension system: the first proxies pension system generosity; the second measures the growth in pension income foregone by early retirement. As an additional institutional factor, the OECD employment protection legislation index takes into account (1) regulations governing the terms and conditions of permanent contracts in case of individual dismissals, (2) influence the early retirement decision. However, the direction of influence of the interaction term "being married and female" indicates a tendency to early retirement, which would support previous findings for individual retirement decisions in Switzerland (e.g., Bütler et al. 2004 ). Moreover, even though its significance is disguised by the inflated standard error generated by its high correlation with "being female" and "married," the Wald test reveals a joint significance at the 5 percent level.
Empirical results
Worker education level appears equally decisive for premature withdrawal from the labor force. Being educated beyond primary school is associated with a higher probability of early Indeed, it may well be that level of education proxies for preretirement wage level (not reported in the SHARE data), an interpretation supported by survey analyses for the U.S (Johnson et al. 2003 , Holtman et al. 1994 ).
In contrast, retirement age is apparently negatively associated with the decision to cease work before the legal age of retirement, with quite a substantial marginal effect. That is, as workers near the official retirement age, they become less prone to leave the active labor force prematurely, which mirrors the estimation outcome of an earlier micro study for the U.S. (Holtmann et al. 1994 ). An alternative supply argument (in line with Johnson 2000) is that the shorter the remaining work life, the stronger the domination of a wage increase's substitution effect over the wealth effect, which motivates the laborer to work relatively longer. However, the year in which (early) retirement occurs shows no significant impact on the probability of retiring early, which indicates that there are no systematic time trends in retirement. 13 This 12 Since in Europe standard retirement age rarely changes over time but often differs between genders (see Table A1 of the Appendix), the impact of a "standard age" variable, usually employed in studies with aggregate panels (see Duval, 2003) , is captured by the "gender" variable. This is different in the U.S. where both sexes retire at the same age. 13 Identical estimation results are obtained when we classify retirement years into categories rather than using a continuous variable.
finding echoes that of an earlier international micro study on involuntary retirement decisions in which age of retirement but not point in time was important (Dorn and Sousa-Poza 2005a) .
As regards job characteristics, in contrast to earlier studies that find both work experience and tenure to be positively related to early retirement Sousa-Poza 2005b for Switzerland, Bratberg et al. 2004 for Norway), in this study (whose measures may not be exactly comparable) the more years worked in the last employment, the lower the probability of early retirement. 
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In terms of position characteristics, we test the influence of the laborer's supervisory power 18 as a proxy for managerial position. Supervising a small or medium number of workers (1 to 199 persons), as opposed to having no supervisory power at all, increases the probability of early retirement, with a marginal effect of about 1 percentage point. However, 14 In the case of self-employed individuals, we use the size of their own company. 15 Using the categorical variable "firm size" as a continuous variable produces an inverted U-curve relation between firm size and the probability of early retirement, with each coefficient being significant at the 1 percent level. 16 Although counterintuitive, company pension funds may also have become more generous in local small and medium sized companies than in large, primarily international, global players, which are less dependent on attracting locals as workers. For the U.S., there is evidence that between 1979 and 1998, pension coverage through firm funds decreased substantially for firms employing more than 500 people (by 17 percentage points) but increased slightly for firm sizes smaller than 100 (about 5 percentage points) (Medoff and Calabrese 2001) . 17 For the U.S. and Canada, Ferrer and Lluis (2004) show that wage components for unobservable worker characteristics follow an inverted U-curve in firm size-with the maximum at medium sized firms. However, health premiums follow a U-curve, indicating they are highest for both small and large firms (c.f., Popkin and Company 2005 for U.S. firms). 18 In the case of the self-employed, we use the number of the individual's own employees.
top managers show no significantly higher propensity to depart from the active labor force prematurely. 19 Finally, as regards employment sector, being employed in a state industry (rather than being self-employed) is positively associated with the probability of departing before the pension age (at the 1 percent level of significance), with marginal effects of about 1 percentage point. Moreover, workers in the private sector also appear prone to cease work prematurely (at the 5 percent significance level). However, the early retirement behavior of civil servants is no different than that for the self-employed persons who serve as the reference category.
Model (3) tests the additional influence of the education level of the worker's partner, as well as age at the time of retirement. All coefficients for the various levels of partner's education have a positive sign, indicating a probability-raising influence on the decision to retire early (with a partner having no education constituting the reference group). Whereas having a partner with tertiary or secondary II education exerts a significant impact, having a partner with primary education (just) misses significance at the 10 percent level. Moreover, the coefficients on secondary I and postsecondary II education levels are insignificant. From a supply side perspective, having a partner with a higher education level can be expected to correlate strongly with higher earnings that may relax budget constraints on the potential retiree, making retirement affordable at an earlier point in time.
Our variables of primary interest -the institutional and macroeconomic factors of influence -are included in models (2) and (3). Even though the impact of sociodemographic, job, and firm characteristics appears quite robust to the inclusion of these variables, 20 in most cases, their marginal effects are up to ten times more sizeable in these more complete models. On a national level, the pension system itself exerts considerable influence over the retirement decision. Specifically, whereas the system's generosity, as measured by the average replacement rate (i.e., the transformation rate of the last earnings into the first pension payment), does not significantly impact the probability of retiring before the legally stipulated 19 Employing the "number of supervised employees" categorical variable in specification (2) produces a strong nonlinear functional form of supervisory power having the shape of an inverted U-curve (at the 1 and 5 percent levels of significance). Similarly, employing a dichotomous variable indicating "supervisory power" results in a decreasing impact on early retirement at the 10 percent level of significance. 20 Small differences are observable for the coefficient on "married," which now, in line with previous studies (e.g., Holtmann et al. 1994 for the U.S., Røed and Haugen 2003 for Norway), becomes significant at the 10 percent level. Additionally, the full interaction effect now yields a mean effect of 0.00869. Also newly significant is the positive impact of primary school education, which loses its significance in models (2) and (3), due possibly to the inclusion of the labor legislation protection index. In model (2), the positive impact for group leaders in a department (supervision of 1 to 5 persons) observed in model (1) disappears. Supervisory power loses its importance in specification (3), most probably because of the inclusion of partner's educational level. Finally, in model (3), being employed in the private industry loses significance.
age, the decrease in pension wealth accrual is a decisive determinant (significant up to 1 percent in model (3)). This finding echoes earlier reports by Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) and Johnson (2000 Johnson ( , 2001 of substantially higher significance levels for pension wealth accrual than for average replacement rate (whose coefficients in their estimated models are mostly insignificant). Indeed, our estimation results show that, as predicted, a higher absolute decrease in the pension wealth accrual rate (the implicit tax on continued working) significantly lowers the propensity to cease work prematurely. Clearly, from a worker's perspective, not retiring early when the financial opportunity costs in form of a loss in pension wealth are high is a rational decision. Alternatively, from a firm's perspective, inducing employees to quit becomes more difficult (i.e., costly) when workers are experiencing a Nonetheless, exclusion of the wealth accrual rate has no effect on the insignificance of the average replacement rate coefficient in either model, while, in turn, exclusion of the average replacement rate shows a tendency toward higher significance.
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The other institutional determinant under investigation is the strictness of employment protection legislation, which, in contrast to empirical evidence on forced early retirement (Dorn and Sousa-Poza 2005a) , shows no significant influence on early retirement decisions in either model (2) or (3). Thus, no support is found for either the conjecture that a higher degree of protection is an indicator of more generous early retirement schemes or that it exerts a discouraging effect on workers, nor for the prediction that greater protection creates legal obstacles to worker redundancy. Whereas it is possible that the ambiguous influences of 21 A similar dominance in terms of elasticities but a contrasting dominance in terms of relative magnitudes are reported in Johnson (2001) . We must note, however, that his implicit tax measure is not fully comparable to the decrease in pension wealth accrual by Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) . 22 In contrast, in an analysis based on country data, Johnson (2000 Johnson ( , 2001 ) reports a correlation higher than 0.8 and finds both pension system variables too closely related to make their separate impacts distinguishable (although it should be noted that his pension system-related variables are not identical to our data). Indeed, Duval (2003) addresses the high correlation in his own data by using a joint index that incorporates both factors.
single components in this compound index cancel each other out, 23 it is equally likely that countries with more generous pension systems are also those with the strongest protection of workers' rights (e.g., Germany or Switzerland as two contrasting extremes). Indeed, in models (2) and (3), the correlation between the protection through labor legislation and the two pension system variables exceeds 0.31 and amounts to 0.48. Also observable is a strong but negative correlation between the EPL index and level of GDP (-0.77 and -0.80, respectively) . However, exclusion of the pension system and the GDP variables does not raise the significance of the labor protection coefficient to any conventional level, even though its t-value is considerably increased. Nevertheless, the signs of the EPL index in both models point to a potential to decrease early retirement.
At the aggregate level, economic performance also impacts the probability of early retirement: in models (2) and (3). Higher levels of national income are (albeit at the 10 percent level) negatively correlated with early retirement. 24 From a labor demand viewpoint, such production of goods and services in the economy is difficult to maintain if a large part of the working staff departs prematurely from the active labor force. However, from a supply perspective, this finding, even though it contrasts with our predictions, can be rationalized by the reduced amount of consumed leisure when a wage increase's substitution effect dominates the income effect. That is, people trade off leisure and work at a different rate than before the increase. Supportive evidence for this assumption is provided by Johnson's (2000) finding of a procyclical effect on the labor force participation rate of older men with respect to shortterm GDP growth once unemployment rate is controlled for. 25 Equally, in both models, an increase in the unemployment rate leads to a higher propensity to retire early (at the 1 percent level), a finding comparable to results with aggregate data (e.g., Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) and those studies described in section 2.
Thus, in economically worse times (defined in terms of change in unemployment rate), early retirement is more probable. This finding supports the demand perspective expectation that the probability of retirement is higher in the presence of economic shocks that call for a rejuvenation of the firm's workforce. At the same time, the supply side perspective addends 23 According to Duval's (2003) argument, the indirect impact of some components of the EPL index' on labor demand may already be captured by the unemployment rate, which calls for an analysis excluding competing aggregate determinants. 24 Taking the log of the GDP per capita does not alter the sign of the coefficient; the significance slightly misses the 10 percent level. 25 It should be noted that estimation results employing only one of the two macroeconomic determinants might suffer from an omitted variable bias. Then, as noted in Johnson (2001) , the wealth and the unemployment effect could become inseparable. However, in our specification, change in unemployment and GDP per capita are only slightly correlated (rho about 0.11) and omission of the unemployment variable leads to no increased significance level for the GDP variable.
the expectation that higher unemployment growth might be linked to the discouragement effect, which propels laid off workers directly into early retirement (see section 2). 
Conclusion
The question of what determines early retirement has grown in importance as industrialized countries grapple with ageing populations. In the face of such changing demographics, early withdrawal of employees and self-employed persons from the active labor force will affect both economic growth and the sustainability of social security systems.
Thus, policy makers need to understand not only the individual and job-related characteristics that drive early retirement but also its institutional and macroeconomic determinants.
On the institutional level, this study -one of very few cross-national analyses based on a rich set of microdata -supports previous findings based on aggregate data. In particular, our study reveals that pension systems offering generous early retirement options encourage early departure from the labor market. It also finds that the influence of the pension wealth accrual rate to be stronger than that of the average replacement rate. Additionally, in terms of macroeconomic determinants, higher national wealth is associated with a lower probability of early retirement, while a growing unemployment rate triggers more early retirement. The added value of our analysis with respect to these factors of influence lies in having obtained more robust estimators since a wide range of individual characteristics have been controlled for -something studies based on country-level data cannot account for.
We also tested the potential impact of the protection of employment using a newly constructed measure by the OECD. As opposed to the results of Blöndal and Scarpetta (1999) in their aggregate analysis, our investigation shows that employment protection legislation (EPL) exerts no observable influence on early retirement.
On an individual level, married female workers and those with a better education are more likely to retire early, while the probability of early retirement is lower for persons close to the statutory pension age. In general, a company will try to induce premature quitting in employees they deem less productive. On the other hand, workers may prefer to retire earlier when the net gain from premature departure is greater than the net benefit from working longer. Thus, not surprisingly, job characteristics, firm size, and industry also influence retirement decisions. Interestingly, these individual-and firm-specific determinants of early retirement do not correlated with institutional and macroeconomic factors.
Policy makers, as our estimation results imply, should consider lowering the probability of early retirement by amending pension systems to make early retirement a less attractive choice. One suitable lever might be the pension wealth accrual rate -a lower implicit tax on continued working would significantly decrease incidences of early retirement. Alternatively, decreasing the unemployment rate would lead to a stabilization of the social security and health systems across Europe. Nonetheless, this alternative, while it may prove favorable, represents a more long-term goal. The pension system lever, on the other hand, might exert considerable influence in the short term. 
Unemployment rate
Unemployment rates from the OECD; gaps were filled with WDI data. For Austria and the Netherlands, time series data were largely replaced with WDI data to ensure data comparability (Austria) and the longest possible time series (Greece, Netherlands). Nonstandardized rates were also used to ensure maximum length of time series. Some gaps were filled with linearly interpolated data, where other data sources were unavailable, particularly for values in the mid-1960s and first measurements in the early 1970s for Spain. For many countries, data were unavailable before the 1980s or even the 1990s. Logarithm of age of partner in the retirement year of interviewee. Age is interviewee's retirement year minus partner's year of birth.
